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Atascadero City Council

Staff Report T Community Development Department

Response to 2009-2010 Grand Jury Report
Leaf Blower Hazards in San Luis Obispo County

RECOMMENDATION:

Council approve the recommended response to the Grand Jury Report on Leaf Blower
Hazards in San Luis Obispo County and direct staff to forward the approved response
to the Presiding Judge of the San Luis Obispo Superior Court by July 29, 2010.

DISCUSSION:

Background:  On April 30, 2010, the Grand Jury issued a report on Leaf Blower
Hazards in San Luis Obispo County. The report lists one Grand Jury recommendation
which requires a response from the Atascadero City Council.

The Grand Jury recommends that the City of Atascadero adopt an ordinance requiring
1) a two-year phase-out of all two-cycle gasoline leaf blowers and 2) restricting the days
and hours of operation allowed for leaf blower use as those currently in effect within the
City of San Luis Obispo.

Analysis: The issue of leaf blower impacts has not been raised as a local priority issue.
Staff is not aware of any complaints regarding leaf blowers in recent years. The
preparation and enforcement of a leaf blower ordinance would create an impact to the
City 6 s code enf or c emaento City discal wconstraists and staffing
limitations, staff is recommending that the Council not adopt an ordinance as
recommended by the Grand Jury (refer to Attachment 1).

FISCAL IMPACT:

Fiscal impact of preparing and enforcing a leaf blower ordinance is currently unknown.
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LEAF BLOWER HAZARDS
IN SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY

SUMMARY

‘The usc of 1wo-cycle gasoline engine leaf blowers in the cities and unincorporated arcas of San
Luis Obispo County presents a health hazard to all citizens. The hazards are four-fold:

*  All gasoline powered leaf blowers create emissions und toxic exhanst fumes. However,
two-cycle leuf blowers pollute more and are the loudest, Tixhaust poliution from u typical
gaus powered leaf blower over ane hour is cqual 10 one car driven 200 miles in & confined

arca.

« The high-velocity air jets used in blowing leaves move more than just leaves. The
particulate matter (PM) swept into the air includes many unwanted and toxic elements.
Various pollutants include dust, pesticides, chemicals, fertilizers, fungi, street dit and
fecal matter, Approximately five pounds of PM per leaf blower per hour age blown into
the air and can take hours or even days to scttle,

e Two-cycle leaf blowers generate unhealthy high noise levels. Two-cycle leaf blowers
generate a decibel level that can cause permanent hearing loss to the operator and an

annoyance 10 anyone nearby.
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*  Unaware citizens, including the most vulnerable in our county such as the young,
homebound and seniors frequently must endure the localized air and noise pollotion of

two-cycle leaf blowers.

Considering the evidence, the Grand Jury concluded the health hazards residents arc exposed t©
from two-cycle leaf blowers outweigh the possible benefit they provide. The Grand Jury
recommends that the San 1.uis Obispo County Board of Supervisors and all incorporated cities
initiate a gradual phase-out of two-cycle gasoline powered leal blowers for landscape and
cleanup operations,

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

The purposc of this report was to assess the health hazards caused by leaf blowers within San
Luis Obispo County. The Grand Jury assessed air and noise pollution caused by leaf blowers in
public, commercial and residential uses, Three types of leaf blowers were reviewed: two cycle,
four cycle and electric. This report will summarize the findings of this assessment, along with
recommendations for actions to reduce health hazards presented by leaf blowers. If the
recommendations are implemented. the quality of life for the citizens of San Luis Obispo County

could improve without causing undue hardship.

METHOD/PROCEDURE

Interviews were conducted with staff of the San Luis Obispo County Air Pollution Control
District (APCD), the San Luis Obispo County Department of Planning and Building and its Code
Enforcement Division. The Grand Jury reviewed written materials from various sources,
including:

s 1.8, Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

e California Air Resources Board (CARB)

* California State Assembly Bill 32: Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006

* Municipal codes within San Luis Obispo County
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¢ California Landscape Contractors Association
¢ (Consumer Reports Magazine and various other news sources

= American Speech-Languege-Hearing Association

NARRATIVE

Leaf blowers were introduced to the United States in the 1970s. Drought conditions in
California precipitated acceptance of the blowers as a water saving clean-up option in lawn and
garden maiotenance, Soon afier leaf blowers were inroduced, complaints regarding noise and
air pollution hegan, leading o restrictive ordinances or complete bans. There are three-lypes of
poriable leaf blowers in commaon use: gas powered with either a 1wo or four-cycle engine and
electric powered, All have practical applications, as well as conlribuling o envirenmental

hazards in varying degrees.

Descriptlon of Hazards

Exhaust Kmissions: Exhaust emissions are those emissions gencrated from the incomplete
combustion of fuel in an engine. Small, 1wo-cycle gasoline engines have taditionzlly powered
most leaf blowers. They are inexpensive, lightweight, operate in any position and generate a
relatively large amount of power, A major disadvantage, however, is the high exhaust emissions
due to the requircd mixing of fuel and oil that are inefficiently burned in the combusiion chamber
leading m as much as 30%: of the fuel/vil mixrure being exhansted unburned. According to the
U.S. Environmental Prolcetion Agency. a typical leaf blower generates as much cmission inone
hour as an antomobile does while traveling over 200 miles, with the major differcnce being the
leaf blower ermits the pollution in a much smaller radins. “The resulting major pollutants are oil-
bused particulates, hydrocarbons and carbon monoxide. Some of the hydrocarbons in fuel and
combustion by-products are toxic air contaminants, including benzene, 1,3-butadiene,
accialdehyde and formaldehyde.
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Four-cycle leaf blowers emit significantly lower emissions than two-cycle leaf blowers, with
lower levels of hydrocarbons and particulate matter. Electric blowers have the advantage of not

requiring fuel or oil, thus, there are no exhaust cmissions.

Fugitive Dust Emissions: Besides the intended purposc of moving lcaves, grass and other
garden debnis, blowers cause sidewalk and roadway dust to become airbome ({ugitive dust).
Varying by make and model, leafl blowers move air at 150 to 280 miles per hour, As a
comparison, a Catcgory 5 hurricane is defined as wind speed of 156+ miles per hour. Tugitive
dust may contain pollen, animal fecal matter, herbicide and pesticide residucs, fungi, spores and
strect dirt containing tire rubber, heavy metals and organic and elemental carbon. Fspecially
harmful are the particulate matter (PM) in fugitive dust that are small enongh o be inhaled
(defined as particles smaller than 10 micrometers). PM from fugitive dust cloud emissions can

linger in the air from minutes to as long as 2 week, depending on PM size and local conditions.

Noisc Emissions: Noise is the general term for sound that is perceived as disagrecable and
unwanted. High intensily, high frequency sounds are the most damaging to the ear and usually
identified as the most annoying, The noise emitted from leaf blowers contains a significant
amount of high intensitly and high frequency emissions. In a quiet neighborhood, there are no
natural sources of sound at these same frequencies. Therefore, the sounds are not easily masked

and are more noliceable, contributing to a high level of annoyance perceived by bystanders.

Noise levels from leaf blowers are measured in decibels (dBA) and usually are manufacturer-
reported levels that represent exposure of a bystander at 50 feet from the blower. Sound levels
arc estimated 1o range from 62 to 75 dBA. The difference in 62 versus 75 dBA is roughly 100
times (he sound intensity and is perceived by a bystander as significantly louder. The dBA for
the operator of a two-cycle blower is estimated to range from 87 to 101 dBA. Sounds louder
than 80 dBA are considered potentially dangerous. Both the amount of noise and the length of
time of exposure determine the amount of potential damage to hearing. Ilair cells of the inner
ear and the hearing nerves can be permanently damaged by an intense briel impulse, like an

explosion, or by conlinuous or repeated exposure Lo noise,
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